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Abstract: The present paper presents the findings of research conducted in 2014/2015. The aim of the research 
was to understand how members of a particular academic community learn scholarly information competencies, 
wherein learning was perceived as a social and cultural phenomenon and, especially, as a practice. The research 
methodology was based on semi-structured interviews with individual members of the community and focus-
group interviews. The community under study consisted of Polish critical pedagogy researchers. My 
investigations drew on Schatzki, Lave, and Wenger for the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of the 
qualitative data analysis. The research showed that being a part of the community of practice offers multiple 
opportunities to learn scholarly information literacy. However, at the same time, being inside and co-creating a 
community does not necessarily entail new scholarly information competencies since the group may hinder the 
inclusion of new practices. 
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1 Introduction 
Employees of higher-education institutions in Poland have to combine three groups of tasks: research, 
teaching, and administration. Therefore, researchers often claim that they spend too much time on 
tasks that are not connected with their research. The critique also targets the distribution of research 
funds and the lack of financial stability. The research evaluation system fails to adequately 
accommodate and appreciate the distinct character of various disciplines and groups of sciences. 
Moreover, this system disfavors the humanities and parts of the social sciences. This evaluation of 
higher-education institutions and individual researchers is based on bibliometric indicators, which – 
according to the academic community – tend to be increasingly fetishized. Emanuel Kulczycki points 
out that such a phenomenon is a kind of ‘impactitis’– the Impact Factor Syndrome (the punktoza 
in Polish) [1]. 
In Poland, two bottom-up movements have been discussing the current situation in the higher-
education sector. The first is the Citizens of Academia (Obywatele Nauki) and the other is the Crisis 
Committee of Polish Humanities (Komitet Kryzysowy Humanistyki Polskiej). These two 
organizations put forward different postulates. The former advocates strengthening the funding system 
to promote high-quality scholarship and the latter opts for reducing the proportion of grant-based 
funds in budgets for research to ensure a stable allocation of resources to all Polish higher-education 
institutions. The Committee declares that this step would help smaller institutions and lessprestigious 
disciplines survive the crisis.  
The situation of Polish scholarship and research is the very interesting starting point for 
investigating the ways of learning in Poland’s academic community. I have been interested primarily 
in social science and humanities scholars. My sample consists of three Polish critical pedagogy 
researchers, i.e., members of a small academic community. 
The aim of the research is to understand how the members of that particular academic 
community learn scholarly information competencies.1 Learning is perceived as a social and cultural 
phenomenon [2, 3] and, especially, as a practice. I formulate the following research questions: (1) 
How do the members of the community shape information practices bound up with their research 
activities (scholarly information literacy)? (2) How are information practices reproduced and 
transformed? 
2 Theoretical Framework 
Scholarly information competencies (literacy) are contextualized information practices [4, 8], that are 
embedded within research practices [5]. In academic communities, the contexts of information 
practices may be provided by a university as a workplace, the traditions of a given discipline, and the 
research modes and manners. Fry [5] pays special attention to the role of social relationships in 
constructing the patterns of the scholarly information practices. 
Fry [5] locates scholarly information practices, e.g. the use of the digital information 
infrastructure, within the term ‘research practices of scholarly communities.’ 
Talja et al. [6] emphasize who is a participant in a particular practice by using the term 
‘scholar’s information practices.’ This term has a similar meaning to the abovementioned term, 
‘research practices of scholarly communities’. The authors of both cited works outline differences 
between information practices in various disciplines. Palmer et al. [7] use the term ‘scholarly 
information behavior,’ which signifies ‘information activities involved in the research process.’ 
The research on scholarly information behavior in the library and in information science has  
a very long tradition. However, Palmer et al. [7] claim that the term ‘information practices’ is more 
appropriate to stress a “social aspect of scholarly activities and [is] purposeful” [p. 4], and, in this way, 
to define information behavior as a “practice within a discipline or field of study” [p. 6]. 
Scholarly information competencies are defined in two ways: (1) as a set of competencies that 
are the result of practicing, i.e. identifying, locating, evaluating, and using1 information in appropriate 
ways; and (2) as practicing or an ability to practice, which is contextualized. The first definition refers 
to the “traditional” definition of information competencies as a set of cognitive skills and knowledge. 
The other definition refers to the scholarly practice itself [4]. 
The concept of social practice (in terms of Schatzki’s practice theory) has informed my 
understanding of the nature of practice. Schatzki [10] defines practices as “structured spatial-temporal 
manifolds of action” [p. 1863]. He has observed that a practice consists of many activities and the 
number of these activities is countless [11]. Unintentional observers may not be able to interpret what 
they see when they do not know the social context or how the practice is organized. A lack of 
understanding also makes it impossible to make decisions concerning one’s own actions that are 
linked to that practice [11]. Practices are organized by: (1) the understanding of actions that constitute 
the practice, (2) the rules and the norms, (3) the teleological-affective structuring, and (4) 
comprehension of how the meanings of activities are instituted and governed [11]. Schreiber [12] 
emphasizes that regulations, meanings, and norms are subject to ongoing negotiations, which are open 
to several parties. The negotiations are constantly suspended and re-opened. 
In Schatzki’s theory, social practices are situated. Schatzki uses the term ‘social site’ to 
designate: (1) the space of the activities, (2) the time, i.e. the location of actions in historical time  
(a particular moment, a historical context), and (3) the teleological location of the activities. Schatzki 
thereby stresses the threefold situatedness of the practice. The practice acts and is preserved in the 
memory of its participants. In this way, the practice is being established as a space for sociality [13]. 
Lloyd and his collaborators [14, 15] highlight the usefulness of Schatzki’s practice theory in 
studies on learning information competencies. The theory helps us to understand how social life is 
constituted and changed through these practices.  
In my opinion, the compatibility of Schatzki’s theory with the social or the situated learning 
theories (in particular with the theory developed by Lave and Wenger [3]) is very important. I have 
used these theories for constructing the theoretical framework of my investigation. 
Lave and Wenger’s theory [3] is based on acknowledging the role that communities play in 
sustaining and transforming practices (with the emphasis on sustaining). The knowledge is located 
within the community, i.e. persons connected by a shared domain of interest. A community of practice 
differs from other communities because its members regularly engage in collective activities. The 
members let other members into the practices they participate in, and thus they interact with them. 
They are, therefore, practitioners who share practices. The knowledge is situated at the very center of 																																																								
1 The present paper was written as a part of the project “Społeczne uczenie się kompetencji informacyjnych 
przez polskich pedagogów krytycznych: studium przypadku” financed by the Faculty of Education of the 
University of Lower Silesia, decision number 04/dok/WGW/2015. 
the community of practice, and practitioners find themselves closer to or further away from that 
center. Lave and Wenger refer to the users as occupying two opposite positions, the newcomers and 
the old-timers, and to those who do not belong to a given community of practice as outsiders [9]. 
Learning depends on the engagement of the members of a community of practice in practices 
legitimized by that community. Lave and Wenger [3] assume that newcomers aspire to full 
participation in a practice that will result in them obtaining old-timer status. Thus, learning consists of 
the participants moving toward the center. 
Wenger [16] claims that, to be recognized as a community member, individuals have to meet 
certain criteria. They have to (1) understand what the community finds relevant and how it produces  
a worldview, (2) be capable of engaging in activities with other community members, and (3) be able 
to use the community-produced shared repertoire of tools, methods, documents, procedures, 
vocabulary, and symbols inscribed in the history of learning in that community. 
People may belong to diverse communities of practice and occupy various positions in them 
[3]. Wenger highlights a sense of identity, perceptions of the community, and self-perceptions in 
relation to the community [16].  
Learning a practice involves developmental cycles that delineate a unique trajectory of 
learning. The cycles show that members join in the social practice of the community following  
a pattern of stages and, consequently, sequences of incidents are repeated in the participants’ 
biographies [3]. 
Practices change when the community members come up with proposals for modifications and 
these proposals are accepted through negotiations [16]. However, good proposals may be rejected or, 
alternately, their implementation may require too much effort from the proponents or advocates of 
change. 
In the community of practice perspective, learning is comprised of the following dimensions 
[16, 17]: 
• Learning as a personal experience – individual and collective capacity to experience the world 
as a meaningful entity. 
• Learning as a social practice – addressing various aspects of sustaining engagement in action. 
• Learning as a social becoming (identity) – addressing oneself in relation to the community and 
moving toward the center of the community (i.e., learning). 
• Learning as belonging – addressing the social order of the community, its activities, its values, 
and the conditions under which participation is acknowledged as competent. 
Moreover, I also drew on Lipton and Bruce [4], who, in relation to situated learning theories, 
state that learning occurs when individuals engage in “authentic” practices. In this way, they stress its 
informal character. However, Lave and Wegner’s concepts are also applied in research on practices in 
institutionally established communities (e.g. school classrooms, and worker teams). I believe that this 
is justified in two cases: (1) when the institutionally established group is at the same time a community 
of practice and (2) if the research encompasses the members of that group and aims to comprehend 
in what constellations the communities of practice operate.  
3 Methods 
I use an interpretative approach to study the social learning theories. I investigated a community 
consisting of a group of three critical pedagogy researchers who work at the same university. As  
a researcher, I am at the same time outside the group (its members define themselves as affiliated with 
critical research) and inside it (in another configuration we co-create a collaborative community). 
I focus on the case study of one community to investigate its information practices in a more 
complex way. Therefore, the results of my research could not be generalized. However, they allow us 
to understand practicing, i.e. the learning of information competencies, in a context that is specific to 
this community (e.g. the Polish situation of humanities and social sciences and the culture of critical 
researchers). 
I chose this particular research team because of its context of experiences. Stake [18] calls 
such a solution the “intrinsic case study.” The advantage of using this approach is the possibility to 
meet Schatzki’s understanding of social practices as practices that are situated. 
The research methodology was based on semi-structured interviews with the three members of 
the community as well as three focus-group interviews. During the disposition interview, the three 
researchers were asked about research and information practices related to such activities as obtaining, 
collecting, and sharing information. As Krueger [19] shows, using a case study approach justifies  
a small number of respondents. Krueger calls such an approach the “mini-focus group.”  
The analysis consisted of three stages. (1) Relying on social practice theory and community of 
practice theory, I constructed analytical categories, considering especially the elements that organize 
practice, three aspects of “social sites” (Schatzki), and learning dimensions (Lave and Wenger).  
(2) I coded my data by the a priori technique (a deductive analysis) and added new categories to my 
coding grid as they emerged in the respondents’ narratives (a deductive-inductive analysis). I used 
NVivo software. (3) I realized a description of scholarly information competencies and interpreted the 
situated and social learning of these competencies. 
I translated excerpts from the respondents’ narratives into English. 
4 Learning as a Social Becoming and Belonging 
The researcher-respondents defined their workplace as a location where the community came into 
being. The three of them started collaborating as a result of an institutional decision (“coercion”). The 
team members share interests and the perception of teamcreation as a process that is still in progress in 
terms of both institutional arrangements and the development of research practices. 
Despite their institutional embedment, the team members feel separate and autonomous in 
choosing both methods of work and partners with whom they might collaborate. They refer to the 
community of ideas, which facilitates collaboration or even enables it: 
No, at this moment, the college [university] doesn’t dictate to us what to do. 
Opportunities and inspirations flow in from various places. […] The project…came 
from the outside. They [an NGO] feel a bond with the project, its social investment, 
and even its ideas. (Respondent 1) 
They connect their research practices very emphatically with the partners with whom they 
carry out their research. They are aware of this external influence: 
Why we do what we do does matter…. The specific rhythm of work in such NGO-
related enterprises has its influence also on how you perceive a given issue…. 
(Respondent 2) 
The respondents highlight the financial circumstances (e.g. low remuneration), that make them 
seek additional jobs. Overburdened, they have hardly any time for participating in information 
practices, including keeping up with the reading schedule they have set for themselves and that they 
consider essential to their personal development. The overload is also detrimental to the quality of 
their teaching as they are less dedicated to teaching and less enthusiastic in their approach to students. 
Becoming a part of a community provides support particularly in the biographical moments 
when researchers are thrown in at the deep end, when they are expected to perform tasks they have not 
been prepared for. Teaching is such a task, as reported by my respondents. Their narratives repeatedly 
feature the moment of a first lecture/class, being forced to teach certain courses and subjects, a lack of 
institutional support in teaching, and the role of (collaborative) community in coping with such 
challenges. 
Although my interest focuses on research practices, I cannot ignore this category of duties of 
the employees of Polish higher-education institutions in which they are involved daily. Teaching 
makes for a relevant context comprised in what Schatzki refers to as a “social site,” i.e. social 
locatedness at a given place and time. It seems that these very biographical points integrate the 
relationships and build a space of support in a community of research practice. 
5 Learning as a Personal Experience 
The experiences of the community participants result from their personal biographical choices. They 
include, among others, experiences from scholarship (two researchers). Participation in other 
communities of practice, including communities at foreign universities, provides an important point of 
reference for describing the information practices of the community. An experience becomes a tool for 
describing practices, assessing practices, and constructing meanings for one’s own information and 
research practices. It also provides a point of entry into discussions on institutional arrangements that 
obstruct effective research work at a university, i.e. the workplace. One of the issues is a lack of 
common space, without which daily contact and experience-sharing are difficult. Such observations 
reveal an endorsement of social learning and learning through building relationships among the 
members of a broader academic community. The researcher-respondents focused on the differences 
between workplace organization at their home institution and what they experienced when studying or 
working abroad. In particular, they spoke about a lack of explicit temporal and spatial demarcations of 
work performance. Everything takes place “outside” the institution, so to speak: 
Here, I come in at 9 a.m. and stay until 3 or 4 p.m., and that’s the time when I read, 
analyze interviews, and whatnot…I write papers…I meet up with people and talk 
about that…. That’s the thing we don’t have…in Poland. […] On the one hand, 
culture, and, on the other, the infrastructure that promotes team work…even if it’s not 
at the level of building a team. They often have projects over there that teams work 
on…or experiences such as that there’s a kitchen where you can meet with people and 
chat with them about what you’re working on. (Respondent 3) 
6 Learning as a Social Practice 
The narratives described such information practices as: 
• Using tools of document co-sharing and distance collaboration. 
• Obtaining information (publications). 
• Information management. 
• Information sharing (sharing of the obtained resources). 
• Dissemination of one’s works. 
The team uses distance tools for communication. The usefulness of these tools, however, is evaluated 
differently by the respective team members. The assessment of these tools ranges from (1) pointing 
out particular advantages of the software that enables them to stay in touch and work together until 
late at night, to (2) expressing negative emotions about the tools, which nevertheless does not eschew 
a reflection on the uses of these tools in their work. The researchers agree that the tools are a kind of 
prosthesis that helps them perform tasks they could not possibly execute at the workplace due to its 
infrastructure. The community members are involved in negotiations to recognize the usefulness of 
these tools: 
They keep persuading me all the time. I’m sort of a back number, I admit. I’m 
definitely out-of-date as regards…the know-how of such tools. […] It’s a good thing 
that we keep talking about it; perhaps it’ll help make things more effective. 
(Respondent 2) 
The community members are also involved in negotiations on including a shared model of 
bibliography management into their research practices. Two participants are advocates of bibliography 
managers while the third is definitely less enthusiastic and unconvinced whether the effort necessary 
to master that tool is a worthwhile investment. Their personal experiences situate them, to use Lave 
and Wenger’s terminology, in different positions in their community of practice. The old-timers are 
experienced users of bibliography managers while the newcomer is aware of their advantages and 
therefore plans to join in the community’s practice despite the negative attitude to these tools. The 
community’s participants are differently situated in the negotiations, which shows who has the power 
to maintain the position of a given practice. These relationships are endorsed, and the newcomers who 
join in the practice are ready to change, motivated by the teleological character of the proposed 
practice – it serves certain ends and can be made more effective, as is the case here. 
Paradoxically, the power-position in sustaining and transforming information practices seems 
to belong to those who are open to change. This openness is expressed in personal experience: 
I have some tools I use and, generally speaking, I’m…pretty satisfied with them. But, 
to be honest, I was once pretty satisfied with Word, and then I saw Scrivener, right? 
Once, I was glad that I had books on my shelf, and now I’m glad I have…Zotero. You 
know, things simply keep changing, and perhaps there’re tools I have no idea about, 
or only got a glimpse of somewhere, and those tools would make my work much easier 
than it is now, but I wouldn’t know about that. (Respondent 1) 
 
An openness to change does not mean abandoning the old-timer positions since the modernizers in the 
studied community included practices from the outside, i.e. practices they have developed in other 
communities of practice, e.g. communities that collaborate virtually on the Internet. 
This domination, however, does not pertain to all information practices. The innovators accept 
changes concerning selected information practices, e.g. using bibliography-management tools and 
research-writing software, while at the same time they maintain the status of some other practices 
despite being aware that they need revision. This concerns, for example, adhering to the footnote-
based text documentation style even though the name-date system now prevails in constructing 
references: 
It just makes me mad…I know you like the APA style, but me…well, the APA style 
irritates me and it is determined not only by its reference format. I’m used to using it, 
because I have noticed, sort of, its advantages, in the sense of standardization, right? 
And I’ve noticed the clear rules of that style, and it’s really, I’d say, global, in that 
sense of regularity, but I use footnotes and I’m part of a community of set footnotes 
users, because my closest associates, people I collaborate with, are scholars who are 
enthusiasts of footnotes, so to speak. (Respondent 1) 
7 Discussion 
A case study of only one community limits the interpretation of results. Such an approach does not 
allow us to generalize or to build a typology of information practices in the community of researchers. 
Despite this, I interpreted the respondents’ answers about their scholarly information practices in 
terms of their particular biographical experiences and in the context of these practices. This is the main 
advantage of the case study approach described in the present paper. 
Surveys, a method that is more popular among positivist researchers, would allow 
generalization and a comparison of information practices, as described in other works [7]. The 
limitation of surveys reveals the impossibility of considering biographical experiences in the analysis. 
A higher number of samples would allow us to build a typology of scholarly information 
practices. However, it would be more difficult to understand particular practices in terms of 
biographical experiences. 
8 Conclusion 
The research showed that being a part of a community of practice offers multiple opportunities to 
learn scholarly information literacy, e.g. when members bring new competencies from another 
community in which they participate into the group. At the same time, being inside and co-creating  
a community does not necessarily entail new scholarly information competencies, since the group may 
hinder the inclusion of new practices. Practicing information literacy usually takes place in non-formal 
situations. Sharing identity and culture is a foundation of transforming practices, following changes in 
the environment. 
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